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Russian ideology about language 
has an imprint on both the previ-
ous experience of Russian-speak-
ing immigrants and stereotypes 
among the metropolitan Russian 
community.
When the two meet, loaded as they 
are by general Russian and the new 
assimilated views, the confl icting 
interactions refl ect the search for 
linguistic truth: can the Russian 
language remain Russian without 
being spoken in Russia? 
This study attempts to establish 
how immigrants with Russian 
as their dominant language lose 
some of the grammatical and lex-
ical components of their mother 
tongue under the infl uence of the 
Finnish environment; how they po-
sition themselves in the domain of 
language use, and the perception 
of this group’s linguistic abilities 
among native speakers of Russian 
living in Russia.
The degree of language attrition 
has been documented in oral and 
written discourses: the self-defi ni-
tion of bilingual speakers is based 
on data acquired through free and 
structured oral interviews and via 
written questionnaires.

Being neighbours, the Finno-Ugri-
an and Slavic peoples have been in-
fl uencing each other for centuries. 
All waves of Russian emigration 
can be found in Finland, as well 
as the historical Russian minori-
ty whose ancestry is the Russian 
peasants dwelling on the Karelian 
Isthmus since the beginning of the 
18th century.

Traces of Russian remained 
after the time when the two coun-
tries were part of the same state in 
1807-1917, as a result of the wars 
in the fi rst half of the 20th century 
and the economic ties in its second 
half, and are also a consequence of 
recent migration from the former 
Soviet Union to Finland.

Russia’s Finnish returnees, 
mostly people with Russian as 
their mother tongue or as their pre-
dominant language, are descend-
ants of settlers whose origins lay 
in Finland and who have moved 
to the territory along the Baltic 
coast (Ingria, Ingermanland, now-
adays belonging to Russia) since 
the 17th century. All these people 
shape the heterogeneous basis for 
Russian-Finnish and Finnish-Rus-
sian bilingualism. The Russian-
speaking population in Finland 
can be considered as constituting 
between 31,000 and 65,000 indi-
viduals, counted by passport or by 
language, and they form the coun-
try’s largest minority linguistic 

group (the proportion of Swedish-
speaking Finns in the entire pop-
ulation is 5.6% and they are not 
counted as a minority but a second 
offi cial language group). Old Rus-
sians in Finland have been stud-
ied, for example, by Baschmakoff, 
Leinonen (2001), Harjula, Leinon-
en, Ovchinnikova (1993), Horn 
(1997), Leisiö (2001), Protasso-
va (2004). Being Finland’s largest 
immigrant group, Russian-speak-
ing people who now live in Finland 
have had to learn what it means to 
be part of a minority and to speak 
more than just one language every 
day. Both ideas are relatively new 
to people who were previously cit-
izens of Russia.

About 300 persons from differ-
ent age groups and waves of mi-
gration participated in the present 
study, the aim of which is to inves-
tigate: the infl uence of background 
on fi rst language and the extent of 
culture loss; how this language 
shift can be enhanced or accelerat-
ed by common opinions expressed 
in the migrants’ fi rst and second 
countries; and the nature of differ-
ent extra-linguistic conditions for 
using the language. The fi rst part 
of the article concerns changes in 
the Russian language in contempo-
rary Finland, the second part deals 
with the perception of these chang-
es among other native speakers of 
Russian living in Russia.

Stability and instability in language:
Contempopary changes in 
"Finland’s Russian"

Ekaterina Protassova 

Ph.D. Ekaterina Protassova, lectu-
rer at the Department of Slavonic 
and Baltic Languages and Litera-
tures, University of Helsinki.



Stability and instability in language: Contempopary changes in "Finland's Russian"

21

Types of language change 
among Russian-Finnish 
bilinguals

The starting point for judging 
the quality of individual speech 
which is subject to code-switch-
ing (CS) is the generally-popular 
idea that in the great majority of 
cases, the languages involved re-
main separate and subject to their 
own rules, and that they conform 
to certain systems that don’t allow 
’intruders’ to exist among what is 
’indigenous’ with the same rights 
possessed by the latter. In cas-
es where they do (have the same 
rights), the ’newcomers’ attempt 
to mimic and behave like the ’citi-
zens’. While some results of inter-
ference are considered to be ’better 
speech’ decorated by insertions 
from a language with a higher sta-
tus, others might signal a lack of 
general knowledge (an absence of 
profi ciency in one of the languag-
es or language play in bad taste). 
Language-variant-containing ex-
amples of CS are therefore always 
a salient variant of this type of lan-
guage. CS can be understood as 
including the transference of ele-
ments of one language to another 
at a variety of levels including the 
phonological, grammatical, lexical 
and orthographical. An individual 
who is bilingual alternates between 
two languages (at the levels of sen-
tences, phrases, parts of discourse, 
parts of words) during conversa-
tions with another bilingual per-
son. The psychological, social and 
emotional status of communicants 
infl uence the degree to which CS is 
employed, other factors involved 
are the type of the interaction that 
is taking place, the history of the 
communicants’ acquaintance and 

the level of their competence in 
both languages. Sometimes CS is 
a mark of solidarity, relaxation or 
the simplifi cation of communica-
tive rules within a group. The ex-
tent to which CS is used depends on 
who is speaking with whom (fami-
ly, friends, offi cials and superiors), 
where (church, home or place of 
work) and when (Davies 2003, 
Gumperz, Hernández-Chavez 
1972=2003, Fishman 1965=2000, 
Heller 1988, Milroy & Muysken 
1995, Muysken 2000).

My study derives from previ-
ous research conducted by Gro-
jean 1998, Romaine 1995 etc. 
Peculiarities of Russian language 
development in bilingual set-
tings have been treated in detail 
by Meng (2001), and in numerous 
publications of mine (e.g., Pro-
tassova 2003; in press). I will al-
so rely on studies dealing with the 
Russian used outside Russia (e.g., 
Andrews 1999; Pfandl 1997; Mus-
tajoki, Protassova 2004; Polinsky 
1994; Zemskaja 2001).

Types of code-switching in 
Finnish-Russian bilinguals of dif-
ferent ages were studied in the fol-
lowing settings: during the play 
between bilingual children (with 
different weaker and stronger lan-
guages), in Russian shops in Hel-
sinki, in Russian newspapers and 
journals published in Helsinki; in 
the Internet forum for Russian-
speaking people in Finland; and 
during interviews. The essence 
of the fi ndings are that the types 
of code-switching employed in 
those settings differ considerably 
and perform different functions. 
The data acquired can be also ex-
amined from the perspective of 
the phenomena of attrition. ”Lan-
guage attrition […] refers to the 

gradual forgetting of a language by 
individual attriters, persons who 
are experiencing attrition. This is 
distinguished from the longstand-
ing sociolinguistic tradition of re-
search on language shift, where 
the focus is on groups of speak-
ers” (Hansen 2001: 61). This other 
paradigm for viewing data is bet-
ter suited to the other part of my 
research: attrition provides the im-
pulse to think of bilingual speak-
ers as criminals who are spoiling 
their mother tongue under the in-
fl uence of a foreign agent – who 
could perhaps be an enemy. Most 
of the individuals in the Finland’s 
Russian-speaking population wit-
ness that the majority of the cases 
of attrition or code-switching hap-
pen during the process of their ac-
quiring the Finnish language in the 
fi rst years of their sojourn in Fin-
land, while stable coexistence be-
tween the two linguistic systems 
results in only occasional lexical 
borrowings.

My data however show that on 
some occasions, even those bilin-
guals who attain high levels of per-
formance in both languages and 
are conscious of the fact that they 
attempt to maintain a separation 
between them, unconsciously use 
Finnish methods of expression, 
maybe as result of their confl uence 
at the deep level of language pro-
duction. On the other hand, daily 
interaction with the dominant sur-
rounding culture means that hesi-
tations and slips of the tongue are 
characteristic of utterances by peo-
ple who are non-balanced bilin-
guals.

The historical changes which 
took place in the street names in 
the capital area during the time of 
autonomy under the Russian Czar 
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have been studied by A. Reponen. 
She showed that in 1820, the fi rst 
toponyms were in fact translitera-
tions of the Swedish names, that 
in 1836 the names were Russifi ed 
Swedish names, and that in 1890 
they were translated into Rus-
sian from Swedish in parallel with 
Finnish names. In modern Rus-
sian spoken in Helsinki, individ-
uals treat urbanomyms differently 
according to their degree of inte-
gration into Finnish life and their 
attitudes towards discourse in 
Finnish and Russian (after A. Re-
ponen 2003).

I have observed the following 
urbanonyms in everyday speech:

- Kontulovka < Kontula, Mat-
veevka < Matinkylä, Orexovka < 
Pähkinärinne (Fin. pähkinä = Rus. 
orex ’nut’). Here the Finnish topo-
nyms are associated with Russian 
village names. The words with –
KI (such as Helsinki, Linnanmäki) 
are declined as plural forms of the 
Russian toponyms.

- tusovat’sja na Rautike (to 
spend time together near the rail-
way station) instead of ’Rautatien-
tori’. The short slang variant in 
Finnish is ’Rautis’ (the same ten-
dency to transform the Finnish 
slang ending –IS into the Russian 
diminutive ending –IK is observed 
in several other forms such as Itik 
instead if Itis from Itäkeskus).

- v Vantee on zhivjot (modern 
Finnish Russian) / na Vande (Old 
Finnish Russian) ’he lives in Van-
taa / on Vanda’. (The last two let-
ters of the Finnish name Vantaa, 
the Finnish nominative –AA – 
correspond to a long Finnish vow-
el which cannot be pronounced in 
Russian because the difference is 
not relevant for unstressed sylla-
bles. In the written Finnish variant 

of the Russian language, both vow-
els at the end of the word should 
be changed into –EE, according to 
the Russian –E for the preposition-
al case of nouns ending on –A.) In 
Finnish, location in Vantaa, a town 
close to Helsinki, demands rec-
tion of the adessive case Vantaalla 
which is supposed to be translat-
ed as on Vantaa (perhaps initial-
ly for historical reasons, since the 
name is identical to that of the riv-
er which runs through the town), 
in Russian it corresponds to the 
prepositional case. So-called ”Old 
Russians” translate not the Finn-
ish, but the Swedish variant Vanda 
into Russian, conserving the origi-
nal rection.

Old Russians usually say that 
they buy u Stokmanna ’by Stock-
mann’, because they really mean 
the former owner, while Rus-
sians who immigrated during So-
viet times say v Shtokmanne (’in 
Shtockmann’, using the German 
variant of the pronunciation), and 
immigrants in the most-recent 
wave say v Stokmanne ’in Stock-
mann’, using the reality that exists 
nowadays in Russia. (Newcomers 
pronounce Fazer with a Z, not a C: 
the trademark is now also wide-
spread in Russia with this pronun-
ciation.)

A number of various qualitative 
adjectives: vilkas, reipas, loista-
va… ’active, brave, brilliant’.

On sdelal to, chto nazyvaetsja 
kääntää takkia ’He has what they 
call turned the coat’– high-level 
code-switching, in which a very 
special idiom is used to show the 
profi ciency of the speaker in the 
second language. The same thing 
can happen at lower levels of lan-
guage profi ciency just as a way 
of showing that someone has ac-

quired a new expression in Finn-
ish.

Finnish words give birth to the 
new Russian ones.

xojtat’ < hoitaa ’take care of’ 
(Perhaps in the way of an adopt-
ed Finnish manner, not in the usual 
Russian way of doing things).

juhlavat’ < juhlia ’celebrate’ 
(Festivity traditions are different 
in the two cultures).

chto-to stalo kjul’movato < 
kylmä ’cold’, which the Russian 
idiomatic expression incorpo-
rates.

sjastat’, sjastal’shchica < 
säästää ’economize, save, save 
up’ This may be connected with 
the different meaning and forms 
of this type of activity in Finland 
compared to those in Russia.

justorezka < Fin. juustohöylä 
+ Rus. syrorezka (after the mod-
el of jajcerezka, xleborezka etc.) 
’Cheese-cutter’: the everyday re-
ality of buying cheese (the names 
of products which words writ-
ten upon them are more likely to 
be borrowed) is incorporated into 
an existing composite model (the 
corresponding object is not com-
mon in Russia); the second part of 
the Finnish word is not in such fre-
quent use and is diffi cult to pro-
nounce, so the long vowel becomes 
a short and stressed one; in written 
language, the words are combined 
using a hyphen as if it is felt they 
are from different worlds.

desjatimatochnyj billet < kym-
menenmatkanlippu ’a 10 way 
ticket’. The Finnish matka ’way, 
travel, trip’ sometimes provokes a 
smile when used in Finnish (exam-
ples of other Finnish words sound-
ing like Russian words but having 
a different meaning are: sisu ’in-
ner strength’ as ’tit’, lippu ’ticket’ 
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as ’false document’, kokous ’meet-
ing’ as ’coconut’), and derivation 
from the Finnish word follows the 
rules for the corresponding Rus-
sian word.

lapsik, vauvochka, kul’tik < 
lapsi ’child’, vauva ’infant’, kulta 
’gold’. The diminutives are built 
from the Finnish words with emo-
tional endings.

A bilingual can say: kristallo-
vaja ljustra, instead of xrustal’naja 
ljustra, ’crystal lamp’, producing 
the word from kristall, not xrus-
tal’, ’crystal’, two different lex-
emes in Russian.

The next group of incorpora-
tions appears to represent calques, 
or loans.

Podnjat’ deneg instead of vzjat’ 
deneg < nostaa rahaa, ’ lift up mon-
ey (from a bank automat ATM)’ in-
stead of ’take money’.

Vzjat’ lekarstva instead of 
prinjat’ lekarstva < ottaa lääkeitä, 
’take medicine’ instead of ’take in 
medicine’.

Ja smotrju otsjuda instead of 
ja smotrju zdes’ < minä katson 
tästä, ’I look from here’ instead of 
’I look here’.

Ja pishu sjuda instead of ja 
pishu zdes’ < minä kirjoitan tähän  
’I am writing to here’ instead of ’I
am writing here’.

Radio otkryto, zakroj televi-
zor instead of radio vkljucheno, 
vykljuchi televizor < radio on pääl-
lä, laita telkkari pois päältä ’the ra-
dio is open, close the television’ 
instead of ’the radio is switched 
on, switch off the television’.

U menja net speshki instead of 
ja ne speshu < minulla ei ole ki-
iretä ’I have no hurry’ instead of ’I 
am not in a hurry’.

Ja ne verju instead of ja ne du-
maju < Minä en usko ’I don’t be-

lieve so’ instead of ’I don’t think 
so’.

Ostanemsja? instead of My 
vyxodim? < Jäämmekö? ’Shall we 
stay?’ instead of ’Are we getting 
out?’ (prior to leaving the bus at a 
bus stop): this phrase causes true 
misunderstandings.

U menja xolodno instead of 
Mne xolodno < Minulla on kylmää 
’I have cold’ instead of ’It is cold to 
me’ (I am cold).

Uxodi proch’ instead of uxodi 
< Mene pois ’go away’ instead of 
’go’. Both variants could be con-
sidered as existing in the Russian 
language, but the fi rst is rather ar-
chaic, reactivated through the use 
of the Finnish postposition parti-
cle.

Stavit’ < laittaa ’prepare, put, 
make, get…’ replaces different 
Russian verbs in situations where 
the corresponding Finnish word 
can be used.

Chistit’ kartoshki instead of 
chistit’ kartoshku ’peel potatoes’, 
the plural form instead of the cu-
mulative singular.

Zharit’ kotlet instead of zhar-
it’ kotlety, ’fry croquettes’, the par-
titive case replaces the accusative 
case.

Kogo ’eti botinki? instead of 
Ch’i ’eti botinki? < Kenen kengät 
ne on? ’Of whom these shoes 
are?’ Instead of ’Whose shoes are 
these?’, as is common in Finnish 
(the Finnish language has no spe-
cial possessive interrogative pro-
nouns).

Sejchas Irina prishla instead 
of Vot (prishla / idjot) Irina < Nyt 
Irina tuli / tulee, ’Now Irina came 
/ comes’ instead of ’Here (came / 
comes) Irina’, the corresponding 
variant does exist in Finnish, but 
in this case the speaker chooses an-

other description which is not typi-
cal of Russian.

Some scholars (such as Glovin-
skaja 2004, Osipova 2003) under-
line the fact that changes in the 
Russian spoken abroad are the 
same as those that take place in 
Russia’s Russian, but arrive earlier. 
This can happen because of inter-
national infl uences, of the general-
ly-weak areas and sections of the 
language system that are the fi rst 
to surrender under the infl uence of 
another language, or through de-
velopment in the personality of the 
speaker, their degree of globaliza-
tion, democratization, self-esteem 
etc. I have registered a number of 
international infl uences that fi rst 
appeared in Finnish Russian and 
are now also intruding into Rus-
sia’s Russian language: zhenskij 
avtor instead of avtor-zhenshchi-
na ’female writer’; identitet in-
stead of identichnost’ ’identity’; 
statistiki, reklamy instead of statis-
tika, reklama ’statistics; advertis-
ing’, a plural instead of the normal 
singular.

What do Russia’s-Russians 
think about the quality of 
Russian spoken in Finland?
The Russian language spoken in 
Finland has not only undergone 
different changes: they are per-
ceived by metropolitan native 
speakers of Russian as deviations 
from the norm, sometimes as vi-
olations of it. Such views, when 
expressed openly, infl uence the 
self-perception of Russian speak-
ers living abroad. Some feel hu-
miliated by the fact that somebody 
dares to say that their Russian is 
deteriorating, and as a result, that 
they cease being fully competent 
in what constitutes their core con-
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cept of patriotism (the widespread 
maxim that ”Our home country is 
the Russian language”), others are 
happy to throw off the burden of be-
ing responsible for everything that 
the Russian state does by the mim-
icry of foreign accent and behav-
iour. In this chapter, I fi rst discuss 
the conception of the sacerdo-
tal ’native language’ (more about 
this in Protassova 2005). I then at-
tempt to demonstrate the spectrum 
of views of people who judge their 
Russian by what Russia’s Russians 
tell them. I start with the Old Rus-
sians, the oldest group in terms of 
age, and proceed to the youngest, 
people who are studying at differ-
ent educational institutions in Fin-
land.

a) Russian experience about 
linguistic norms

Russia is a centralized country, 
and the Russian language is a cen-
tralized language. This means that 
uttering anything which does not 
belong to the norm is considered to 
be either not Russian or bad Rus-
sian, or it is thought that the per-
son concerned does not know how 
to speak Russian even if he or 
she is Russian by origin and their 
Russian language has not been in 
major contact with any other lan-
guage. Nobody actually knows 
what the norm is, or who defi nes 
it. Often, dictionaries give differ-
ent variants of pronunciation, and 
since people are not aware which 
is the right variant, they prefer to 
produce a series of alternative var-
iants when they are speaking. Cur-
rently, both stress and word-order 
systems in particular are undergo-
ing major change. But scientists, in 
spite of common practice, appear 
to be quite unaware of the wide 
range of deviations from the norm, 

and one of the reasons for this is 
that spoken Russian has not been 
the subject of proper study. Rus-
sia’s new language was discussed 
by large layers of the population as 
dissemination of the Russian lan-
guage abroad is still considered to 
be an important component of for-
eign policy.

The fact that somebody knows 
how to say something in a better 
way makes him look down at the 
others in a haughty manner. As so-
cial psychologists know, the for-
mation of the cultural, behavioural, 
emotional and intellectual norms 
that are shared by members of a so-
ciety serves to develop group equi-
librium: deviations from the norm 
are punished. In spite of this, the 
great Russian poet A. Pushkin 
once said that he did not like Rus-
sian speech without a grammatical 
error. It appears he meant it is only 
natural for people who are speak-
ing their own language to make 
mistakes. Moreover, people who 
acquired a language as non-native 
speakers tend to speak it in a more-
conscious and more-regular way 
than people who developed their 
language spontaneously.

The normalization of lan-
guage is a constant process which 
has to deal with new borrowings, 
calques, dialects, L2-speakers and 
so on. Old Russian dialects in cen-
tral Russia and some Siberian parts 
of Russia are dying out, and the re-
gional variants of Russian, for in-
stance those spoken in the former 
Soviet Union, are not considered 
to be dialects. These factors make 
speakers of Russian extremely vul-
nerable to the quality of the Rus-
sian language they speak. They are 
afraid that one day they will start 
to speak bad Russian and they will 

not be able to do anything about 
it. The radio broadcast ’Gramotej’ 
(literally ’someone who knows 
grammar very well, a man who can 
read and write, a scholar’), which 
discusses problems in good lan-
guage use and the history of Rus-
sian words has the second-highest 
number of listeners after the news 
and is listened to by a large audi-
ence which includes manual work-
ers and peasants. President Putin’s 
campaigns for study of the Rus-
sian language, both as a second 
language in Russia and as a for-
eign language abroad, have de-
veloped into a national political 
movement.

Under such circumstances, 
in which the Russian language is 
considered to be one of Russia’s 
possessions – a treasure, a holy 
thing, the symbol of a united peo-
ple – violations of the norm can 
be considered a failure to preserve 
the honour and dignity one of 
the nation’s most-sacred belong-
ings. When these errors are com-
mitted by people who live abroad 
and whose Russian language has 
been affected by the use of oth-
er tongues, their fault towards the 
mother country is doubled. I must 
add here that although the learn-
ing of foreign languages was com-
pulsory at all schools in the Soviet 
Union, knowledge of foreign lan-
guages was restricted by the fear 
that prohibited literature would 
be read and that dangerous ide-
as would be learned. People who 
wanted to get a job outside Rus-
sia not only had to make an agree-
ment with the authorities, they also 
had to show that their profi ciency 
in a foreign language was not per-
fect so that it could not affl ict their 
mother tongue. On the other hand, 
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the prohibited infl uences of foreign 
cultures were attractive, and for-
eign accents had a romantic aura. 
One consequence of this was that 
the wife of the prominent singer V. 
Vysotsky, the French actress Ma-
rina Vladi (born Polakoff), a de-
scendant from the Russian émigrés 
of the fi rst wave, incorporated an-
other Russianness – the privilege 
of being able to speak Russian as a 
mother tongue with an accent.

Nowadays, many speakers of 
Russian live outside Russia, and 
Russian people come into contact 
with people who have lived abroad 
for a long time and who have lost 
their Russian language, or whose 
children have been born in for-
eign countries and do not speak 
any Russian. One Russian-speak-
ing woman living permanently in 
France remarked: ”I have met so-
called ’Russian-speaking’ French 
people. Let’s say seventh descend-
ants of Russians who have stud-
ied the Russian language at the 
Institute for Eastern languages. 
Not only do they speak with horri-
ble errors, they are persuaded that 
it’s their Russian which is correct. 
Stubborn people, who believe in 
their version of the Russian lan-
guage, and you cannot do any-
thing about it. They are specialists, 
wow! And the aborigine people are 
very sensitive towards mistakes 
foreigners make in the French lan-
guage, if you don’t speak correctly, 
they are making a grimace” (www.
infrance.ru). In Russia, people 
are usually tolerant towards mis-
takes committed by foreigners or 
representatives of the national re-
publics, but not towards their own 
people. To my mind, the opinion of 
the ’metropolitan’ Russians when 
they make judgements about the 

quality of the émigré Russian used 
by those who have left the coun-
try is a signifi cant infl uence on the 
latter’s processes of self-assess-
ment and self-identifi cation. On 
the other hand, as Alexandra Es-
trina puts it, ”Parallel acquisition 
of the two languages is considered 
as a possible and logical cultur-
al movement for every emigrant. 
Let’s remember the pure and sym-
pathetic old-fashioned Russian of 
the fi rst émigré wave, by the elder 
generation and by their children. 
And it happened regularly on the 
background of a good knowledge 
of the language of the country.” 
(http://telegraf.citycat.ru)
There are examples of Russians 
born of Russian parents abroad 
who speak very bad, almost-in-
comprehensible Russian; or those 
who speak a different language, but 
are interested in contacts with Rus-
sian people and frequent a Russian 
Orthodox church. The Russian 
writer and fi lm producer Victor 
Leonidov, who lives in Moscow 
and has studied Russian emigra-
tion in the 20th century, wrote a po-
em which I would like to quote: 
”I have of course enjoyed this 
speech, it was ours, but it was dif-
ferent”, and this concerns the lan-
guage used by Russian emigrants 
in the fi rst wave and their off-
spring. Nabokov was once asked 
about how he could hold on to 
such a beautiful Russian language, 
he answered that his language was 
frozen strawberries. Leonidov has 
met many old emigrants, and in 
his opinion their Russian language 
was that of academicians, from an-
other culture, rooted in the Silver 
Age, before the ruin of the Rus-
sian language. Leonidov admired 
these people: ”There was a certain 

beauty and sonority in their Rus-
sian language, and I cannot explain 
where exactly”.

b) Refl ections by Old Russians 
about their language

Viktor (now 80), born in Fin-
land where he has lived all his life, 
told me his impressions of Rus-
sians in the Soviet Union in the 
time after World War II: ”You 
know, I went there and I started to 
work with them, and I came to the 
conclusion that there was a small 
difference in our language, even if 
they always told me that you speak 
completely as a Russian man and 
so on, but I felt that we had dif-
ferences in our language, and there 
were words which I couldn’t un-
derstand at least at the beginning, 
and afterwards I have learned to 
understand them… And of course 
there was some difference in the 
articulation… Now my contacts 
with the Russian language have 
ceased long time ago, and I feel 
that I don’t speak Russian as it 
should be done, that I speak some-
how clumsy, pigeon-toed”.

Nina (now 80) was born in Fin-
land and studied Russian at univer-
sity. She went to Moscow for the 
fi rst time in 1948 to work as inter-
preter, and said it was a wonderful 
feeling when everybody around 
her spoke Russian. She had some 
practice in language in the Soviet 
Union after this and was always 
worried about the quality of her 
Russian, i.e. whether it was dam-
aged or not, and her teacher of 
phonetics in Moscow had told her 
that her language was pure. Her 
parents were very strict in their 
language use, they translated eve-
rything necessary into Russian and 
did not allow their children to mix 
Finnish words into their Russian 
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discourse, unlike her husband’s 
relatives who blended Russian and 
Finnish words half and half, so that 
neither Russians nor Finns could 
understand them, only people who 
were bilingual. But still, in Nina’s 
mind, even when Russian emi-
grants were not translating from 
Finnish, they spoke Russian which 
had in some way been infl uenced 
by Finnish… Finland’s Russians 
maybe actually have conserved 
some Russian culture and lan-
guage that have been lost in Russia 
itself. When representatives of the 
fi rst generation of émigrés went to 
Russia, they were greeted as guests 
and everyone told them their Rus-
sian language was pure… Nina 
knows some slang words, but she 
feels sinful and culpable if some-
times she simply does not know a 
Russian word. She would, for ex-
ample, like to know more names 
for plants.

Rita (now 67), born in Finland 
and having lived the whole of her 
life here, remembered that when 
she was working with a delegation 
of Soviet people they told her that 
her Russian was classic and dat-
ed from the time of the Russian 
Czars, and that they paid compli-
ments to her about her language 
and commented that she used some 
expressions which had already dis-
appeared.

When Maria (now 65), born 
in Finland and having studied at a 
Swedish school, went to study in 
Moscow after World War II, she 
had no problems with her Russian. 
But sometimes people did not be-
lieve her when she said that she 
came from Finland. There were 
some differences in pronuncia-
tion, perhaps because Maria’s par-
ents originated from St Petersburg, 

and she was studying in Mos-
cow, so she was told to pronounce 
D’VER* and not DVER’ as they 
say in St Petersburg.

There were also some things 
which Russian teachers told 
schoolchildren at school at that 
time (no longer) and she ignored, 
such as having to say ”Let’s watch 
a TV programme”, not ”Let’s 
watch the TV set”, because the TV 
is a box, we are not going to look 
at a box.

c) The New Russians’ refl ec-
tions about the quality of their 
language

Olga (now 59, half Russian and 
half Jewish, 13 years in Finland, 
married to a Finn): I do not forget 
the language. Sometimes, spon-
taneously, when I write, I replace 
Russian letters by Finnish, but I al-
ways mention it.

Ilona (now 55, mother – Kare-
lian. father – American Finn, grew 
up in Karelia, fi rst language is Rus-
sian, has a licentiate degree): I no-
tice that I began to speak Russian 
worse than before, that I forget the 
seldom used lexic, (when I speak 
about theatre, music, arts, I can-
not immediately recall the words), 
because I speak in Russian about 
domestic things and living condi-
tions, and I read mostly detective 
stories (in Russian, French and 
English).

Vera (now 46, bilingual moth-
er, grandmother spoke little Rus-
sian, main language Russian, most 
important language has become 
Finnish, husband’s mother tongue 
is Karelian. She has lived in Fin-
land for two years): I forget some 
rarely-used Russian words, they 
are replaced by Finnish words. 
For example, the word ’bassejn’ 
(swimming pool) was a virtual re-

ality for me in Russia, here it is re-
ality, that’s why it is ’uimahalli’.

Zhenja (now 45, Russian par-
ents, mother – bearer of the liter-
ary norm, father – dialect speaker), 
lives in a Russian family in a mul-
tiple linguistic environment (Eng-
lish, Swedish, Finnish) and speaks 
these and many other languag-
es. She has lived in Finland for 12 
years: With my whole responsibili-
ty I can say that there are no chang-
es in my Russian. I don’t forget the 
language. I can only remark that I 
slightly fall behind with the slang. 
But I catch up quickly thanks to 
communication with my neph-
ews from St Petersburg. Even my 
daughter is proud of her success 
in slang and after having lived in 
a summer Russian-speaking camp, 
she repeats with delight some 
slang words and phrases. The on-
ly scourge that affl icts my speech 
is its being incrusted with Finnish 
words. My consciousness splits in-
to two or three here. I understand 
the damage caused by it (I cannot 
tell to whom or for what, but this 
was my Orthodox education), and 
at the same time, being a philolo-
gist, I consider my language ’man-
ifestation’ in a relative manner. All 
sorts of ’lapsilisä’ (children’s mon-
ey) and ’tuki’ (help), and even ’rav-
intolas’ (restaurants) fl utter in my 
speech. Horrible! But fortunate-
ly, as soon as I cross the border, 
it stops. /…/ I am pessimistic. I 
have doubts about the possibilities 
that the third generation can pre-
serve a language which is worthy 
of the name ’Russian’. I have stu-
dents ’with a Russian grandmoth-
er’. There are a couple of proverbs 
and a Russian family name, and 
this is the maximum extent of their 
’Russianness’. Even teenagers of 
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the second generation who were 
born back in Russia, when they 
communicate, I am frightened by 
what sounds like pidgin language 
instead of Russian, with endings 
swallowed up, reduced conso-
nants, seeded with Finnish words. 
It reminds me of babbling by psy-
chiatric patients (this is not a met-
aphor, I think that the distortions 
of speech in these cases are of a 
similar nature). I don’t even be-
lieve in conscious efforts – I think 
they won’t be enough for one gen-
eration (that is, for ’children’). Al-
so, the majority of Ingrians that I 
know are worried about the assim-
ilation of their children in a much 
wider way than just about their 
Russian language. And this is un-
derstandable. And this is RIGHT. 
Even if almost everyone puts their 
children into the ’mother-tongue’ 
groups at school. But these chil-
dren won’t put their children into 
such groups.

Igor (now 43, born in central 
Russia, married to a Finnish wom-
an, has lived in Finland for 12 
years): It seems to me and some-
times I fi nd evidence that my lan-
guage lags behind, it is like in a tin. 
If I don’t go to Russia for a long 
time, the language there changes. 
I am rescued by television, books, I 
have a reading plan for some years 
ahead.

Galina (now 40, has lived in 
Finland for fi ve years): The qual-
ity of my Russian was always un-
derlined at school and later. I 
don’t mention any changes in my 
Russian, I try to maintain it at a 
good level myself as well as with 
my children. I hope I am not going 
to forget Russian. Unfortunately, 
my children start to lose it, drop by 
drop, it goes. I am trying to stop this 

process, I hope with some success. 
They read in Russian more than in 
Finnish, there are lots of Russian 
books and videocassettes, CDs at 
home… If children have forgotten 
a word in Russian, I remind them 
of it, I give them synonyms.

Elsa (now 40, has lived in Fin-
land for 11 years): When I lived in 
Russia, I spoke Russian less than 
now, because I was an interpreter 
and a guide, I had to speak a for-
eign language for 8-12 hours each 
day. One poet told me: ”My lan-
guage doesn’t change, it’s the lan-
guage in Russia which changes”.

Raja (now 35, married to a Finn, 
two children, educated as a school-
teacher in Russia): There are some 
changes in my Russian, because in 
conversations with Russian immi-
grants in a similar position to me 
we often use Finnish words, the 
languages get mixed up. Children 
mix Russian and Finnish words 
all the time, even though I always 
insist that they speak either only 
Russian or only Finnish. But my-
self, I am not always following this 
rule. Many Russian words become 
forgotten, and this is not ’window-
dressing’. Earlier I thought, well 
people go abroad, and after a cou-
ple of years they start feigning that 
they have forgotten their moth-
er tongue: How do you say that in 
Russian?” But it really is so, and 
I became convinced of it while liv-
ing here.

Xenia (now 36, has lived in 
Finland for eight years because her 
husband has been invited to work 
as a scientist in Finland), answer-
ing the question ”Does the fact that 
you live here somehow infl uence 
your Russian language? Do you 
speak somehow different or in the 
same manner as before?” I think it 

depends on many factors; for in-
stance how many Russian friends 
do I have here? How often do I 
communicate with my relatives? 
How often do I go to Russia? We 
have a Russian family who live here 
as acquaintances, they haven’t yet 
been to Russia with their daughter 
who is now six years old … Here 
she speaks in Russian to both her 
parents and her grandmother who 
also lives here. But we often go to 
Russia with our children… And 
our parents come to visit us here… 
If you read books… I don’t think 
that my Russian language has 
changed much, but there is may-
be some stamp … On recent occa-
sions when going to Russia I noted 
that I want to say what I need to 
say in Finnish, I don’t know why. 
I almost open my mouth and then 
I remember: ”Oh, it’s much easi-
er here, and I can speak in Rus-
sian”. And sometimes I just need to 
speak my second language [which 
is Finnish] with somebody.

Nelli (now 38, half Russian 
and half German, has been living 
in Finland for fi ve years, married 
to a Finn): When I go to Moscow, 
I say ”Thank you”, ”Could you 
be so kind”, Wouldn’t you…” And 
they make such big eyes.

Russian students aged between 
20 and 30 discuss why they are dif-
ferent from their Russian friends in 
Russia and the reasons for their be-
coming different. Firstly, it is non-
Russian behaviour: the absence of 
gestures, pauses, the silences typi-
cal of Finns. Secondly, the absence 
of up-to-date information makes 
them feel as if they were provin-
cials. Thirdly, the persistent atten-
tion to ecological problems, the 
impossibility of throwing a dirty 
piece of paper onto the ground, 
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smiles, politeness and civility are 
all distinctive characteristics of 
Russians living abroad. They often 
hear: ”You are so quiet, I thought 
you might be living abroad. Why 
are you smiling – there’s noth-
ing here to be laughed at. Are you 
Russian? Why do you speak Rus-
sian so badly? How long have you 
lived in Finland? And so, this was 
enough time for you to forget the 
Russian language? Your intona-
tion is completely different.”

Alina (now 28, married to a 
Finn, has lived in Finland for fi ve 
years, born in Kazakhstan, immi-
grated to Finland from Karelia 
where she studied foreign lan-
guages at school - Finnish among 
them - and subsequently at Petro-
zavodsk University): In total 
isolation, terms are forgotten, ne-
ologisms are absent, understand-
ing is slightly hampered. I force 
myself in particular to read news-
papers and to listen to the radio 
and television. Nobody told me 
that I would forget the language. 
It is sometimes also diffi cult to un-
derstand new slang words.

Marina (now 26, has lived in 
Finland for ten years): [Writes 
in Russian with errors, and their 
quantity has not changed af-
ter she moved to Finland.] In my 
language appeared words under-
standable only to those who live 
in Finland: kirpushnik, vajpy, and 
approximately ten other Finnish 
words that became tightly bound 
to my Russian. Sometimes I catch 
myself forming the idea that if I can 
replace a phrase of 2-3 words in 
Russian with one Finnish word, I 
will do so. But this only happens 
at home, in conversations with 
my husband. Sometimes there are 
things that I know primordially in 

Finnish and there are diffi culties in 
translating them into Russian, it’s 
hard to fi nd analogues.

Sasha (now 20, studies in Fin-
land and has lived there for four 
years): It is not interesting to 
speak to Russians who have lived 
here for a long time because they 
change, they become like Finns. 
Youngsters of my age are a huge 
contrast, I suffer culture shock. In 
principle, they know little. Their 
picture of the world is different, 
their communicative manner is 
different. They know little – their 
general level of development is 
even lower than mine. I know only 
one Russian who studies at univer-
sity, education has little attraction 
for them. At the age of 30 they are 
still studying, and are somehow 
not ashamed of it. They read little, 
they haven’t even read the litera-
ture that is usually read at school. 
They lack something which would 
make them into interesting per-
sons. I feel a tension: they are si-
lent for long periods, and then they 
say something that is not interest-
ing at all, that doesn’t carry any in-
formation at all. In Moscow, things 
are going swimmingly. Here, they 
have Finnish conversational hab-
its. Many who have lived here for 
a long time haven’t been to Russia 
and have old-fashioned and there-
fore false notions. They don’t speak 
with their own words, but with the 
words of their parents… In Mos-
cow, I am told I am a spy, and some 
say that I am not Russian. My par-
ents say I have acquired an accent. 
I am very fearful of this, I would 
very much like not to speak with 
an accent.

Irina (now 20, has lived in Fin-
land for 13 years, has a perfect 
command of many languages): 

When I was child and we hadn’t 
been to Russia for a long time, 
my Russian language was always 
rusty, but I now make efforts to 
maintain my language in the best 
way that I can.

When asked about the quali-
ty of their Russian, people usually 
answer that in principle, their lan-
guage doesn’t change, but chang-
es that do occur are enumerated as 
follows:

- The language in Russia chang-
es, I cannot follow it properly;

- So many thing happen in Rus-
sia, one must live there on a regu-
lar basis or permanently in order to 
keep up-to-date;

- I behave more and more like 
a Finn, even if I return to Russia, I 
will be different;

- Finnish words enter my Rus-
sian, sometimes I don’t know how 
to translate them into Russian, 
sometimes I play with them, some-
times I think in Finnish construc-
tions, sometimes I have no energy 
or will to do anything about the sit-
uation;

- Anyhow, my language will 
not change tremendously, but I 
must do everything for the Rus-
sian of my children; what a pity it 
will be if they are unable to speak 
it properly.

Most of the changes are per-
ceived at personal level: people 
are changing, their way of life is 
changing, as are spontaneous reac-
tions and verbal behaviour. Some-
times, language is even perceived 
as being an ideological part of the 
individual: if you lose language, 
you lose the ideology.

Conclusions

Code-mixing, code-blending and 
hybrid linguistic phenomena are 
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used to demonstrate that two lan-
guages (in this case Russian and 
Finnish) are no longer kept sep-
arate, but it is not clear at which 
point bilingual speakers really 
lose control over the capacity to 
control their own speech produc-
tion and become unable to distin-
guish the so-called ”norm”. At the 
same time, bilingual speakers vary 
considerably in the extent to which 
they learn to read and write in their 
second language. As the question 
of what is the ’norm’ is a vivid one 
in public discussion inside Russia 
concerning the Russian language, 
even though Russian-speaking 
immigrants in Finland clearly 
feel that their language deterio-
rates or does not develop quickly 
enough to keep pace with new de-
velopments in Russia, the reason-
ing that lies behind code-switching 
and the methods of its employ-
ment in the Russian used in Fin-
land demonstrate that it remains 
a fully-functional and creatively-
used language.

Are the changes in the Russian 
language used by Russian peo-
ple living abroad due to the lack 
of contact with different layers of 
modern Russian, the infl uence of 
the dominant language of their sur-
roundings, or both of these? Is it 
really true that after all the years of 
the Soviet regime, Russians have 
lost touch with their Russian? Is 
it really so that the maintenance 
of Russian is not important to the 
fourth (i.e. the modern) wave of 
Russian-speaking immigrants? 

As can be seen, some peo-
ple are infl uenced more easily by 
the environment and try to aban-
don their mother tongue as quick-
ly as possible. On the other hand, 
mixed language is often one of the 

functional variants of Russian that 
immigrants use. My observations 
allowed me to suppose that while 
the self-identifi cation of Russians 
belonging to the fi rst and fourth 
wave of Russian immigrants in 
Finland might be different, the 
processes that their Russian lan-
guage undergoes are in fact the 
same. 

Their language cannot main-
tain a standard, it is open to infl u-
ences from Finnish and any other 
languages that they use frequent-
ly, and although they are easily 
persuaded that they themselves 
change, not all of them want this 
to happen.

The metalinguistic abilities of 
native speakers play a role which 
is far from negligible: inter-lan-
guage identifi cation, judgments 
of individuals about the linguistic 
specifi city of their speech, the wish 
to conserve their level of language 
profi ciency and communicative 
competence, and their efforts to or-
ganize a positive milieu for use of 
the fi rst language make it possible 
for a person to remain a good na-
tive user of one’s fi rst language.

 Nevertheless, the level of the 
fi rst language is largely determined 
by the age at which a person chang-
es their linguistic environment, the 
duration of one’s sojourn in a for-
eign-language society, opportuni-
ties for use of the mother tongue, 
the quantity and quality of the lit-
erature that is available and pro-
duction by the mass media.

 Opinions of ’metropolitan’ 
Russians range all the way from 
admiration for ’Old Czarist Rus-
sian’ to disdain for those who have 
not been able to maintain the moth-
er tongue at what they consider to 
be the required level.
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